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Body 


As Labour Day rolls around once more, that unofficial annual marking of summer's end, it wouldn't seem at first 
blush to be the best of times for organized labour. 


The halcyon days of labour strength, when leaders the likes of Dennis McDermott, Bob White, Jean-Claude Parrot 
were household names in Canada, have long since passed. 


Over recent decades, the right has been adept at fomenting anti-union sentiment. 


The current year has already been marked by a scandal at Unifor, Canada's largest private-sector union, involving 
Jerry Dias, who had announced his retirement as president. 


There was also the disconcerting spectacle of construction and trades unions lining up behind Progressive 
Conservative Premier Doug Ford - his previous attacks on worker rights notwithstanding - in the 2022 Ontario 
election. 

That a chap who had repealed paid sick days, cancelled planned minimum-wage increases and capped wages for 
nurses during a global pandemic was the choice of some labour leaders said a great deal about the seismic political 
realignment of recent years. 


Still, if it is not the best of times for organized labour, neither is it the worst. 


For starters, the departure of Dias brought to the Unifor presidency Lana Payne, the first woman to hold the post, 
no small symbol. 


The pandemic, among its other profound impacts, has forced a reconsideration of work and the workplace. 
There is also widespread concern at the moment about the quality of public health institutions, the purpose and 
well-being of public education, and about the huge divide in income and wealth - with all the consequences that 


brings for health outcomes, lifespans and social stability. 


It is inherent in capitalism to amass more and more material wealth in fewer and fewer hands. But technology and 
globalization seem to have made that process even more extreme. 


Yet where there is change, uncertainty and inequity, there is also opportunity. 
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The unionism of the 21st century faces far different and more complex challenges than predecessor generations. 
It would be naive to think the top priorities wouldn't continue to be the immediate workplace needs of membership. 


But beyond that, unions - just as they created prosperity, stability and the middle class in the last century - have a 
key role to play in addressing social and economic injustice in this one. 


In the past, unions produced an end to child labour, weekends, overtime pay, safer workplaces, health benefits. 


Now, they should aim beyond mere workplace gains to take on roles fighting for shared prosperity, public 
institutions and the common good. 


And gains are being made, in organizing workplaces such as Starbucks and Amazon, and workers in the gig 
economy such as Uber and DoorDash. 


There are battles to be fought in the retail and service sectors, overwhelmingly dominated by women and 
increasingly by people of colour. 


This Labour Day, unions can look at the potential for growth in worker dissatisfaction so deep that hundreds of 
thousands of jobs are left unfilled. 


Social justice, racial justice, gender justice, climate justice are the challenges of our times and are all embodied in 
the aspirations of the union movement. 


Labour can be assured that times of great inequality, widespread anxiety and social transformation make the 
movement's work more vital than ever. 
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